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Abstract 
This paper explores one of the ways in which the Somerset region in the United Kingdom, devastated 
by the foot and mouth epidemic in 2001, is trying to free itself from recurring negative representations 
and create more positive images of the area.  After the epidemic projects were sought that would 
promote a more positive image and draw tourists back to the area. One of these projects drew on 
literary tourism to reinvigorate the site.  A Walking and Bridle trail called the ‘Coleridge Way Walk’ 
has been implemented to take the images of the area from ones of disease and dirtiness to ones of 
Romantic longing.  The Coleridge Way Walk uses past imaginings to re-energise the area. This 
energy, in part, comes from ‘re-imagining’ the site through past imaginings.  The Coleridge Way 
Walk uses the past to create future direction for the once tainted area. 
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Walking the Coleridge Way: Using Cultural Tourism to change perceptions of Somerset after the Foot 
and Mouth Epidemic of 2001. 
In 2008 a colleague and I walked the then new Coleridge Way Walk in the Somerset region of 
the United Kingdom.  This walk runs from the Quantock Hills to Exmoor and follows in the footsteps 
of the Romantic poet, Samuel Taylor Coleridge. The trail officially begins in Nether Stowey and 
finishes 36 miles away in Porlock.  One of the reasons the walk was designed was to encourage 
visitors to a region still suffering from the after effects of the foot and mouth epidemic. In 2001 over 
six million sheep, pigs and cattle were destroyed in the UK because of this disease. The Somerset 
region suffered with farmers leaving the area, shops, pubs and post offices closing because of lack of 
business and three quarters of Devon being declared an infected zone. (BBC 2011: 1) Rob Walrond, a 
farmer from Pitney, says ‘my main memory was the fear among farmers of the disease coming onto 
their farm and also the helplessness and sense of isolation’ (BBC 2011: 1). It was not only the 
destruction of the live-stock of the time but the foot and mouth disease epidemic clouded people’s 
lasting perception of the Somerset region. In most people’s minds it was a tainted area and one to 
avoid: ‘at the height of the disease it was thought that revenue losses for the tourism industry were 
variously estimated to be running at 125 million pounds a week’ (Baxter and Bowen 2004: 268). 
Of course, the Somerset region is not the only place that has suffered because of association 
with devastation. Images of the recent floods in Queensland, Australia have spread around the world 
and the earthquake in Christchurch, New Zealand has left lasting impressions on people. The tourist 
industry has, indeed, suffered because of the associations with disaster.  However, the Somerset 
region suffered in another way.  Floods and earthquakes are perceived as natural occurrences and seen 
as out of the control of humans. Once these disasters have left humans band together to put the area 
back the way it was before the natural occurrence. Somerset was associated with disease, and even 
though this disease was also beyond the control of humans it still has long lasting associations with 
dirtiness and pollution. Once an area becomes associated with being dirty and spoilt people avoid it in 
the fear of themselves becoming tainted. A prime example of this is the devastating after effects of the 
BP/Gulf of Mexico oil disaster in 2010 and the lingering smear that this disaster is having on people’s 
present and future perception of the area.  Communities all along the coasts have lost their source of 
income due to people staying away and viewing the area as polluted and damaged beyond repair.  
The question arises how to shift representations of these devastating images from ones of 
lasting negativity to ones that offer promise.  This is not to suggest that the disasters and how they 
came about should be forgotten but rather if these landscapes are always seen in a negative light they, 
and the people and animals that inhabit them, become lost in the negativity and the areas are no longer 
visited or valued. This paper explores how cultural tourism can be used to alter perceptions of places 
and reconnect people in a positive and re-energised way with the local landscapes. Before the 
epidemic the Somerset region had been associated with picturesque landscapes and natural beauty. 
After the epidemic the Somerset region was no longer associated with images of Nature, peaceful 
settings and rugged beauty and tourists steered clear of holidaying there. People also rejected produce 
from the region as it was seen as tainted or unclean.  Projects were sought that would reenergise the 
area in the minds of visitors and consumers and would stop locals having to leave. One such project 
put forward was the creation of the Coleridge Way Walk. This project fitted in to what is known as 
literary tourism which while well developed in areas such as The Lake District that draws on its 
association with William Wordsworth as a tourist drawcard was still underutilised in the Somerset 
Region. William Wordsworth had lived for a time in the Somerset region but it was Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge who was chosen to base a walk upon. Coleridge lived in Nether Stowey for three years and 
is also known as a most prolific walker. The web page dedicated to the walk describes the walk as 
‘The Coleridge Way:  In the Footsteps of the Romantic Poet’.  It goes on to say ‘walk 36 miles 
through the stunning Somerset countryside of the Quantock Hills, the Brendon Hills and Exmoor, a 
landscape that inspired Coleridge to produce some of his best known work’ (Coleridge Way site). 
This description takes the reader back to the Romantic period and away from the recent negative 
connotations of disease.  The web page also points out that the walk links up with other walks.  This 
directs the tourist to the fact that this area is no longer isolated but is connected to other regions. 
Information about the walk stresses the association with a by-gone era: ‘during his three years 
in Somerset, Coleridge walked for miles nearly every day, drawing inspiration for some of his best 
known works from the beautiful landscape around him’ (Coleridge Way Walk web page). This link 
with the past is made even stronger by the following of the feathered quill as the recognisable marker 
to follow throughout the walk. Of course short term responses are needed after such devastations such 
as media coverage that emphasises the fact that the disease is well and truly finished but longer-term 
solutions are also needed. Initiatives such as the Coleridge Way Walk represent these longer-term 
solutions. The walk creates a lasting path that guides people through the countryside and promotes 
positive images. It is the blending of past positive images with the future that make this Walk valuable 
in changing perception of the area. 
Literary walking trails are examples of literary tourism and they can be used to create a 
stronger connection between tourist, local and the environment. A literary walk may appear a trivial 
way to address an important issue such as an epidemic but Mike Robinson and H.C. Anderson define 
literary tourism as the ‘tripartite relationship between authors, their writings and the concept of place 
and landscapes, which can over time transform the space and how it is perceived by visitors’ (2002: 
3). The aim of the walk was to transform the space and its perception in the wider community. In this 
instance the walk was very carefully developed and involved a number of stakeholders. The 
implementation of this walk-way occurred because of the co-operation of the local authorities, local 
landowners, and National Parks and Wildlife organisations.  Through the combined efforts of all of 
these groups there is now the Coleridge Way Walk as well as the horse bridle trail that follows 
alongside.  
The walk works on a number of levels but the key one is the manner in which the walk can 
shift the images from ones of devastation to ones from the literary heritage of the area. The branding 
of the Walk with Coleridge’s name places the area back into the Romantic era and away from any 
connotations of contemporary diseases—it creates new memories and perceptions coming from 
previous memories. The environment has, in a sense, been re-imagined by drawing on past 
imaginings.  The Walk, whether consciously or subconsciously, promotes a strong connection with 
the environment--both the literary and physical environment--and provides a space for re-imagining 
for locals and visitors.  Tourists can place previously only fictional representation into a ‘real’ space 
and locals and people who already know the environment can re-imagine it away from contemporary 
negative images and back into another more positive space.  
A walking trail can bring about a shift in ways of looking at the environment enabling the 
visiting walkers and those who live in the area to see the ‘metaphors’ of landscape in a new re-
imagined, yet,  practical manner.  Dorothy Eagle and Hilary Carnell suggest ‘there is a fascination 
about places associated with writers that has often prompted readers to become pilgrims . . . to see 
with fresh eyes places that inspired poems or books’ (1977: V).  The landscape becomes part of the 
pilgrimage and is able to be viewed in new and different ways. These fresh eyes refresh the perception 
of the environment that is being viewed and give it a sense of value and worth.  A renewal process 
begins to take place and even though the images are being drawn from the past they mingle with the 
present and future. The literary imagination blending with the active and practical task of walking 
brings shifts in the perception of the landscape because the landscape becomes known and feels closer 
to the walker and just as a reading of written work can create a feeling of closeness with the narrative 
so too can the walking of the landscape.  A narrative of landscape combines with the narrative of the 
story creating a new narrative that is removed from the negativity of disease and epidemics. Coleridge 
wrote about the differences between human and natural geography, and how human associations form 
our landscapes and boundaries far more than just Nature itself:  ‘at certain times, uncalled and sudden, 
subject to no bidding of my own or others, these Thoughts would come upon me, like a Storm, & fill 
the Place with something more than Nature’ (qtd in Holmes 7). It is difficult to know what exactly the 
‘something’ more than Nature was that Coleridge had in mind but perhaps it was the process of 
renewal, of new memories and new stories being formed through the active process of reflection and 
walking. Coleridge’s statement clearly identifies the emphasis that Coleridge places on the active 
participation in the landscape.  The land cannot be known unless humans experience it first hand and 
this is what the walk enables: an experience of landscape. 
A walking trail also adds to the idea of an experience of landscape in another way.  Walking 
can be seen as connected to health and wellbeing. The web page has images of people happily 
walking over the landscape and there is a strong sense of physicality and strength.  These images 
reinforce notions of good health and connections with disease fade into the background. The region, 
by association with this physical activity, becomes connected to health.  People who experience this 
region will be re-energised by nature.  The web page says ‘walk the quiet and unspoilt northern 
fringes of the Quantock hills through the villages of Holford, West Quantoxhead and Bicknoller’ 
(Coleridge Way web page). 
Not all literary trails are the same in design.  Research by David Herbert (2001) suggests that 
there a number of designs for literary trails.  The first type is probably the best known and most used 
and can be seen as ‘Writer’s Trails’.  These trails work on the premise that people want to visit places 
that have connections with specific writers.  In these trails people go on the walk because a particular 
writer lived there, wrote there or has some connection to the landscape.  The Lake District is a prime 
example of this kind of trail. People want to visit Wordsworth’s Dove Cottage and see the daffodils 
first hand. The second type of literary trail is a ‘setting trail’.  People are drawn to areas that are well 
known as the setting for particular stories.  An example of this kind of trail would be Bath and its 
association with Jane Austen. Connected to this type of trail is one that concentrates specifically on a 
particular book and a clear example of this is The Da Vinci Code trail.  This walking trail follows the 
events in the book: however, the trouble with a trail based on a popular book is the fact that it has a 
limited life span.  As the book loses its popularity, so, too, does the trail. There is also a more complex 
trail and this is what is known as the memory trail.  People are drawn to places where they can blend 
their own memories from the story and from their own narratives into the memories they are 
experiencing and creating in the literary space.  This is the trail that appears to have the most long 
term and sustained success with tourists.  
The Coleridge Way trail can be seen to be a combination of the first, second and third type of 
trail.  Coleridge’s name and connection to the environment may draw the tourist into the site but it is 
more than that—it is the added opportunity that this trail allows for reimagining and memory. It is this 
type of trail that offers the most promise for the process of reimagining. Of course, ‘Literary trails’ are 
socially constructed and, as such, there is no guarantee that the trail will be interpreted in only the 
intended manner of the designers. Any presentation of landscape, whether popular or scholarly, ‘is 
best thought of as a representation that is, a construction that is contingent, partial and unfinished . . .  
a fabrication that depends in part on the position of the interpreter’ (Duncan and Ley 1993: 329). And 
this as mentioned earlier is what allows the environment to always be capable of being perceived in 
new and fresh ways. One story cannot contain or restrain it. 
Literary tourism can be seen as closely related to environmental tourism as it also engages 
with the idea that ‘tourists are not external to the economy or ecosystem they visit, but part of it, 
engaged in an activity likely to transform it’ (Kerridge 267). Literary walks can be seen as 
environmental tourism as the walker participates in connective activities such as looking for markers 
and imagining scenes, and they are more likely to feel a part of the environment. The walking through 
the landscape stirs memories of that landscape, perhaps fictionalised memories but still strong 
memories, and these memories mix with the memories being carried by the tourist.  It is this mixing 
of memories that brings renewal to the landscape. The experience gives agency to the walker and their 
perception is no longer framed by only negative representations. Richard Kerridge says there is the 
‘possibility of sustainable forms of development that will not estrange communities from their natural 
environments.  They seek to build alliances between the tourist and the native, hoping for an eventual 
society in which everyone will be both of these things’ (2000: 267). The tourist no longer feels an 
outsider and the local feels the wonderment of the tourist and it is this blending that allows the site to 
be renewed and constantly refreshed.  
There is no doubt that there will be some lingering effects of the foot-and-mouth epidemic on 
the lives and the land of the Somerset region.  Perceptions of the region need not remain ones of 
negativity and disease.  The design and planning of this walk involved a close working relationship 
between the locals, landowners, authorities and the National Parks and Wildlife organisations.  All of 
these groups realised that they needed to work together to rid the region of its association with disease 
and promote a new healthy image.  In order to achieve this aim these groups turned to past writings 
and the region’s past connections with the Romantic poets, specifically Samuel Taylor Coleridge: ‘On 
the green sheep-track, up the heathy hill, Homeward I wind my way; and lo!’ (Coleridge Way Walk 
web page). The Coleridge Way walk shows how literature can be used in a practical way to 
reinvigorate local lives and the local environment. 
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